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• I have always looked upon John von
Neumann with wonderment and awe. Hungarian-born, he was one of the very great, if not one of the greatest, of twentieth-century mathematicians. Although he lived only 54 years , von Neumann's contributions to quantum physics, to logic, to the theory and applications of computers and automata, and to the theory of games of strategy and economics were major and, in some instances, monumental (2) . This man's mind worked with astounding speed, and he knew so much. That, however, is not why I direct attention to him here. It is rather because of what von Neumann is said not to have known that I tum to the last days of his struggle with cancer as I set about to reflect on who really knows how to die.
A Mathematician Faces Death
What is it that von Neumann is supposed not to have known? S.J. Heims has said that John von Neumann "who knew how to live so fully, did not know how to die." (3)This accusation, branded as cruel and unfeeling by a mathematician who knew von Neumann well (4), seems to imply that there is some right way or ways to die, that these right ways to die involve the thinking, feeling, saying, and doing of certain things as well as the avoidance of other thoughts and behaviours.
Von Neumann, according to Heims, just didn't match up to a right way of dying. Why? What is it that this mathematician said or did or failed to say or do that brought down upon him this devastating judgment?
Well, first of all, and as the opening quotation states, death for von Neumann, his own death, was unthinkable and inconceivable, for he still had so many projects to pursue, so many things to do, so many miles to go before he slept. Second, his suffering, as he came to recognize that this mind was no longer functioning as it once did, was intense and even extreme. He experienced episodes of psychological collapse, panic, and bouts of screaming in the night. Edward Teller, physicist and friend of von Neumann, said: "1 think that von Neumann suffered more when his mind would no longer function than I have ever seen any human being suffer." (5)Third, von Neumann, it would seem, could simply not accept that he would cease to exist. Eugene Wigner, a Hungarian-born physicist and one of von Neumann's good friends, goes to the core of von Neumann's horror in the face of his death when he says:
"When von Neumann realized he was incurably ill, his logic forced him to realize also that he would cease to exist, and hence cease to have thoughts. Yet this is a conclusion the full content of which is incomprehensible to the human intellect, and which, therefore, horrified him. It was heart-breaking to watch the frustration of his mind, when all hope was gone, in its struggle with the fate which appeared to him unavoidable but unacceptable." (6) So, this mathematician, one of the "wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight", did "not go gentle into that good night." He rather "raged against the dying of the light." (7) That, it seems, is why von Neumann was accused of not knowing how to die. And then the question is: "Why is a stoic acceptance of the inevitability of death morallypositivebut von Neumann's refusal to '...go gentle into that good night' morally negative?" (8) Indeed, why? Are there not many right ways of facing death?
Facing death ...
... As Being a Part of Nature
There is something down-to-earth, calming, and admirable about the way Tolstoy's mujiks or peasants died (9) . If Phillippe Aries is correct (10) , the mujiks died the way Solzhentsyn describes the dying of older folk: no puffing up of themselves, no fighting against death, no pretending they weren't going to die, no stalling about squaring things away. They prepared themselves quietly and they departed easily, "as if they were just moving into a new house.Tl l) If the peasants died this way, few would doubt that they knew how to die. I think they knew how to die, and they died in this way, because they were close to the earth, close to animals, close to the cycles of growth and decline in nature. They knew how to die because they knew their place and our place in nature, and accepted it. Knowing our place in nature is a profound kind of knowledge and we should not be surprised if that knowledge profoundly shapes the way people die.
... As Being a Gift to Oneself
Michael, the physician dying from AIDS in the 1990s, and Milarepa, the Tibetan monk of old, show another kind of knowing how to die, another way of facing death.
Michael spoke of life as being so much more than a right. Faced with the loss of all, Michael experienced life as a privilege, as a gift. He spoke of returning that gift to others, in his case by his dedicated medical care of others who, so often, had been totally abandoned by everyone else. Returning that gift, he said, was part of the tide of life, and that tide, he was sure, would flow back to him in unending waves of blessing.
Evans-wentz's introduction to the Bardo Thodol, the Tibetan Book of the Dead, tells the story of Milarepa, the Tibetan monk, who finished his life in and with a song of gratitude (12) . He lived out his last moments integrating all of his days and experiences into a recollecting act of thanksgiving for all he had received.
To experience oneself, and to live oneself out/ as gift received and gift to be returned, to face death in and with an act of thanksgiving, is surely a way of knowing how to die; a way that reflects a fundamental dimension of human existence and experience.
... As Being Apart from Nature
We now return to Dylan Thomas's "wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight." I take this poetic line to stand for all those human beings who incarnate the powers of creation on this earth. These men and women extend the powers of human intellect, vision, and feeling far out beyond the horizons of what we share in everyday living with our fellow human beings and other living creatures on this earth. It is one thing/ with the mujiks, to know and accept our place in nature. It is quite another thing to experience acutely, and in multiple and diverse ways, that uniquely human tension between body and spirit -a tension, indeed, between our being both a part of nature and apart from nature.
Some of those particularly gifted with the genius to experience this tension, be they scientists or mathematicians, musicians or philoso-phers, poets or parents, are people who have, for the rest of us/ boldly caught and sung the sun in flight. Some of these people will, for the rest of us/ rebel against death. They will be utterly sensitive to and express the human incomprehensibility and profoundly human pain of being a power of thought, vision, understanding and creation, and yet of having to die. They will not go gentle into that good night.
... Who Needs Whom?
The moral dichotomy between a stoic or calm acceptance of death and a rebellion against a gentle going into death is a false choice. That choice would impoverish the rich and never-totally-comprehensible complexity of human existence and human experience.
Yes, we all need the calm strength of the peasants, who die as though they were just going into a new home. Yes, we all need the Michaels and the Milarepas who show us that life and death is a tide of gift received and gift returned. What we do not need is the "thanatologically correct" idea that there is only one right way to die. Indeed, we would all be impoverished were our rebels against death to be silenced or to disappear. We also need to hear the voices of those who rage and rage against the dying of the light. This is why, among other reasons, it is utterly wrong to say that John von Neumann did not know how to die.
